Embleton Grange Cumberland 24th November 1947
Dear Dr Murchison, Forgive me for this rather belated reply to your letter.
You will I am sure understand why I found it hard to entertain your enquiry with any pleasure. To be blunt, you evoked painful memories which I have tried for ten years to forget. The expedition crippled a friend of mine and killed another. It is not something I care to revisit.
You mentioned that you are working on a monograph on 'phobic disorders', by which I take it you mean abnormal fears. I regret that I can tell you nothing which would be of assistance. Moreover, I fail to see how the 'case' (as you put it) of Jack Miller could provide appropriate material for such a work.
In your letter, you conceded that you know little of Spitsbergen, or indeed of anywhere else in what is often called the High Arctic. This is to be expected. Few people do. Forgive me, though, if I question how you would then propose to understand what it can do to a man to overwinter there. To battle the loneliness and desolation; yes, even with the many comforts that our modern age affords. Above all, to endure the endless dark. And as circumstances dictated, it was Jack's misfortune to be there alone.
January 1937. Clouds of war are gathering over a fogbound London. Twenty-eight year old Jack is poor, lonely and desperate to change his life. So when he's o ered the chance to join an Arctic expedition, he jumps at it. Spirits are high as the ship leaves Norway. At last they reach the remote, uninhabited bay where they will camp for the next year. Gruhuken. But the Arctic summer is brief. As night returns to claim the land, Jack feels a creeping unease. One by one, his companions are forced to leave. He faces a stark choice. Stay or go.
I don't think we will ever learn the truth of what happened at Gruhuken. However I know enough to be convinced that something terrible took place. And whatever it was, Dr Murchison, it was real. It was not the result of some phobic disorder. And in this respect I would add that before entering politics I undertook some years of study in the sciences, and thus feel myself entitled on two counts to be considered a reasonable judge of evidence. Moreover, no one has ever doubted my sanity, or proposed to include my 'case' in a monograph.
I don't know how you came by the knowledge that Jack Miller kept a journal on the expedition, but you are right, he did. I saw him writing in it many times. We used to rag him about it, and he took this in good part, although he never showed us its contents. No doubt the journal would, as you suggest, explain much of what happened; but it has not survived, and I cannot ask Jack himself.
Thus I fear that I am unable to help you. I wish you well with your work. However I must ask you not to apply to me again. I can't spend a year in the Arctic with that lot. They arrange to 'meet for a drink', then give me a grilling, and make it pretty clear what they think of a grammar-school boy with a London degree. Tomorrow I'll write and tell them where to put their sodding expedition.
The way they watched me when I entered that pub. It was off the Strand, so not my usual haunt, and full of well-to-do professional types. A smell of whisky and a fug of expensive cigar smoke. Even the barmaid was a cut above.
The four of them sat at a corner table, watching me shoulder my way through. They wore Oxford bags and tweed jackets with that elegantly worn look which you only acquire at country house weekends. Me in my scuffed shoes and my six-guinea Burton's suit. Then I saw the drinks on the table and thought, Christ, I'll have to buy a round, and I've only got a fl orin and a threepenny bit.
We said our hellos, and they relaxed a bit when they heard that I don't actually drop my aitches, but I was so busy wondering if I could afford the drinks that it took me a while to work out who was who.
Algie Carlisle is fat and freckled, with pale eyelashes and sandy-red hair; he's a follower rather than a leader, who relies on his pals to tell him what to think. Hugo Charteris-Black is thin and dark, with the face of an Inquisitor looking forward to putting a match to another heretic. Teddy Wintringham has bulging eyes that I think he thinks are penetrating. And Gus Balfour is a handsome blond hero straight out of The Boy's Own Paper. All in their mid-twenties, but keen to appear older: Carlisle and Charteris-Black with moustaches, Balfour and Wintringham with pipes clamped between their teeth.
I knew I hadn't a chance, so I thought to hell with it, give it to them straight: offer yourself like a lamb to the slaughter (if lambs can snarl). So I did. Bexhill Grammar, Open Scholarship to UCL. The slump putting paid to my dreams of being a physicist, followed by seven years as an export clerk at Marshall Gifford.
They took it in silence, but I could see them thinking, Bexhill, how frightfully middle class; all those ghastly mock-Tudor dwellings by the sea. And University College… not exactly Oxbridge, is it?
Gus Balfour asked about Marshall Gifford, and I said, 'They make high-quality stationery, they export all over the world.' I felt myself reddening. God Almighty, Jack, you sound like Mr Pooter.
Then Algie Carlisle, the plump one, asked if I shoot. 'Yes,' I said crisply. (Well, I can shoot, thanks to old Mr Carwardine, DO, retired, of the Malaya Protectorate, who used to take me on to the Downs after rabbits; but that's not the kind of shooting this lot are used to.)
No doubt Carlisle was thinking the same thing, because he asked rather doubtfully if I'd got my own gun.
" They wore Oxford bags and tweed jackets with that elegantly worn look which you only acquire at country house weekends. Me in my scu ed shoes and my six-guinea Burton's suit."
The term 'high achiever' doesn't quite do it as far as Michelle Paver is concerned. Michelle was born in Malawi to a South African father and Belgian mother. She was educated in Wimbledon and gained a First at Oxford in Biochemistry, re-trained as a Solicitor, was made a partner, but put it all on hold to travel and write children's fantasy books. Thus the Chronicles of Ancient Darkness were born. She then worked with wolves (her rst and greatest love) in the Carpathian mountains. Lest she be accused of wasting an idle moment, Michelle has written her rst adult novel Dark Matter. Unfortunately she has not achieved her main ambition which is to own a wolf of her very own (but who knows!). In order to make the setting as authentic as possible, Michelle spent time in the Arctic at Spitsbergen, and then to relax went glacier walking on snowshoes.
Dark Matter is a fabulous read. It is truly gripping, a real pager-turner, and genuinely frightening. MJ James would have approved. The main character is Jack Miller, a working class lad, whose excellent education fails to gain him a suitable job in the depression of the 1930s. He applies to be part of a team travelling to the Arctic to study climate, geology etc. and is accepted. Although he has misgivings about the other members of the group, who are public school through and through, he soon falls in love with their destination, the mysterious island of Gruhuken. The Captain of the ship taking them there is reluctant to go ashore and keeps dropping hints that the place is to be avoided, but will not elaborate. Then, one by one, the rest of Jack's colleagues have to return home for a variety of reasons, and he is left for the three months of total darkness with only his beloved huskies and a radio for company. He is alone, or is he? Who is the gure he sees on the shore and who approaches Jack's hut ever more closely?
I have long been a voracious reader of ghost stories, and it takes a lot to impress these days, but Dark Matter is a cracker. The only quibble I have about the book is, as a total animal devotee, there are one or two passages where dogs are mistreated and I had to skip them. It is obvious when they are going to occur, so skip away. Otherwise, I can only recommend this book in the highest terms. I rst read the book last year in France, and it has been a real pleasure to experience it again. Thank you Michelle.
Ruth Ginarlis, Reviewer r ec om m e n de d It can't have been that cheery, though, because Gus Balfour -the Honourable Augustus Balfoursensed that things were veering off track, and started telling me about the expedition.
'There are two aims,' he began, looking very earnest and more like a schoolboy hero than ever. 'One, to study High Arctic biology, geology and ice dynamics. To that end we'll be establishing a base camp on the coast, and another on the icecap itself -which is why we'll be needing a team of dogs. Secondly, and more importantly, a meteorological survey, transmitting observations three times a day for a year, to the Government forecasting system. That's why we're getting help from the Admiralty and the War Office. They seem to think our data will be of use if -well, if there's another war. ' There was an uneasy pause, and I could see them hoping we wouldn't get side-tracked into discussing the situation in Spain and the neutrality of the Low Countries.
Turning my back on world politics, I said, 'And you're planning to achieve all that with only five men?' This drew sharp glances from the others, but Gus Balfour took it in good part. 'I know it's a tall order. But you see, we have thought about this. The plan is, Algie will be chief huntsman, dog-driver and geologist. Teddy's the photographer and medico. Hugo's the glaciologist for the icecap side of things. We'll all lend a hand with the meteorology. I'll be the biologist and, um, Expedition Leader. And you'll be-' He broke off with a rueful laugh. 'Sorry, we hope you'll be our communications man. ' He seemed genuinely keen to win me over, and I couldn't help feeling flattered. Then Hugo CharterisBlack, the Inquisitor, spoiled it by demanding to know why I wanted to come, and was I quite sure I understood what I'd be letting myself in for?
'You do realise what the winter will be like?' he said, fixing me with his coal-black stare. 'Four months of darkness. Think you can take it?' I gritted my teeth and told him that was why I wanted to go: for the challenge.
Oh, they liked that. I expect it's the sort of thing you're taught at public school. I was glad I hadn't told them the real reason. They'd have been mortified if I'd said I was desperate.
I couldn't put off buying my round any longer. Pints for Algie Carlisle, Teddy Wintringham and Hugo Charteris-Black (at sevenpence a go), a half for me (that's another threepence halfpenny). I was thinking I wasn't going to manage it when Gus Balfour said, 'Nothing for me.' He made quite a convincing job of it, but I could tell that he was trying to help me out. It made me feel ashamed.
After that, things went OK for a while. We worked our way through our drinks, and then Gus Balfour glanced at the others and nodded, and said to me, 'Well, now, Miller. Would you care to join our expedition?' I'm afraid I got a bit choked. 'Um, yes,' I said. 'Yes, I should think I would.'
The others looked merely relieved, but Gus Balfour seemed genuinely delighted. He kept clapping me on the back and saying, 'Good show, good show!' I don't think he was putting it on.
After that we fixed our next meeting, and then I said my goodbyes and headed for the door. But at the last moment, I glanced over my shoulder -and caught Teddy Wintringham's grimace and Algie Carlisle's fatalistic shrug. Not exactly a sahib, but I suppose he'll have to do.
Stupid to be so angry. I wanted to march back and smash their smug faces into their overpriced drinks. Do you know what it's like to be poor? Hiding your cuffs, inking the holes in your socks? Knowing that you smell because you can't afford more than one bath a week? Do you think I like it? I knew then it was hopeless. I couldn't be part of their expedition. If I can't put up with them for a couple of hours, how could I stand a whole year? I'd end up killing someone.
L at e r
Jack, what the hell are you doing? What the hell are you doing?
As I headed home, the fog on the Embankment was terrible. Buses and taxicabs creeping past, muffled cries of paper boys. Street lamps just murky yellow pools, illuminating nothing. God, I hate fog. The stink, the streaming eyes. The taste of it in your throat, like bile.
There was a crowd on the pavement, so I stopped. They were watching a body being pulled from the river. Someone said it must be another poor devil who couldn't find work.
Leaning over the parapet, I saw three men on a barge hauling a bundle of sodden clothes on to the deck. I made out a wet round head, and a forearm which one of the gaffs had ripped open. The flesh was ragged and grey, like torn rubber.
I wasn't horrified, I've seen a dead body before. I was curious. And as I stared at the black water I wondered how many others had died in it, and why doesn't it have more ghosts?
You'd have thought that brush with mortality would have put things in perspective, but it didn't. I was still seething when I reached the tube station. In fact I was so angry that I overshot my stop and had to get out at Morden and backtrack to Tooting.
The fog was thicker in Tooting. It always is. As I groped my way up my road, I felt like the last one left alive.
The stairs to the third fl oor smelt of boiled cabbage and Jeyes' Fluid. It was so cold I could see my breath.
My room wasn't any better, but I had my anger to keep me warm. I grabbed my journal and spewed it all out. To hell with them, I'm not going.
That was a while ago. My room is freezing. The gas jet casts a watery glimmer that shudders whenever a tram thunders past. I've got no coal, two cigarettes, and twopence halfpenny to last till payday. I'm so hungry my stomach's given up rumbling because it knows there isn't any point.
I'm sitting on my bed with my overcoat on. It smells of fog. And of the journey I've taken twice a day, six days a week, for seven years with all the other grey people. And of Marshall Gifford, where they call me 'College' because I've got a degree, and where for three pounds a week I track shipments of paper to places I'll never see. 
Dark Matter
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I'm twenty-eight years old and I hate my life. I never have the time or the energy to work out how to change it. On Sundays I trail round a museum to keep warm, or lose myself in a library book, or fi ddle with the wireless. But Monday's already looming. And always I've got this panicky feeling inside, because I know I'm getting nowhere, just keeping myself alive.
Tacked above the mantelpiece is a picture called 'A Polar Scene' that I cut out from the Illustrated London News. A vast, snowy land and a black sea dotted with icebergs. A tent, a sledge and some husky dogs. Two men in Shackleton gear standing over the carcass of a polar bear.
That picture is nine years old. Nine years ago I cut it out and tacked it above the mantelpiece. I was in my second year at UCL, and I still had dreams. I was going to be a scientist, and go on expeditions, and discover the origins of the universe. Or the secrets of the atom. I wasn't quite sure which.
That's when it hit me: just now, staring at 'A Polar Scene'. I thought of the body in the river and I said to myself, Jack, you idiot. This is the only chance you'll ever get. If you turn it down, what's the point of going on? Another year at Marshall Gifford and they'll be fi shing you out of the Thames.
